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Abstract 
This article examines Ernest Belfort Bax’s interpretation of the French Revolution and traces the impact that his idea of the Revolution had on his philosophy and his political thought. The first section considers Bax’s understanding of the Revolution in the context of his theory of history and analyzes his conception of the Revolution’s legacy, drawing particularly on his portraits of Robespierre, Marat and Babeuf. The second section shows how the lessons Bax drew from this history shaped his socialist republicanism and discusses his support for Jacobin methods of revolutionary change. The third section of the article looks at the ways in which Bax’s reading of revolutionary history affected his internationalism and shows how his ‘anti-patriotism’ led him to support the Anglo-French campaign in 1914. I argue that the Bax’s understanding of the French Revolution gave body to his philosophy and greatly influenced his understanding of the socialist struggle. Bax believed that socialists had history on their side, but was so emboldened by the idea of the Revolution that he was led to advance a view of socialist change that undermined the historic values that socialism was supposed to enshrine.[1]
Introduction 
Ernest Belfort Bax is often regarded as the flawed genius of Victorian socialism. His biographer John Cowley suggests that he lacked the political flair of friends like William Morris and nourished an unhealthy bourgeois ‘enthusiasm for philosophy’. Bax was apparently strong on ‘moral imperatives’ but weak on practical guidance and he wrongly raised ‘theory above the real needs and immediate struggles of the masses’.[2] Bax provided plenty of ammunition for such criticism. He happily drew socialists into complex theoretical issues, most famously engaging Eleanor Marx-Aveling and other feminists in an aggressive and often abstract debate on the ‘woman question’. Yet, as Mark Bevir argues, Bax’s ideas cannot simply be brushed aside as a sign of his inability to grasp political reality.[3] For Bax believed that philosophy provided a guide to action and however mistaken or awkward his political prescriptions appeared to be, they flowed from this assumption.

Bax’s writings on the French Revolution provide a particularly good illustration of the close relationship between his philosophy and his politics. Bax understood the Revolution as a profound marker in the evolution of world history and as a turning-point for development of socialism. He was especially impressed by Jean-Paul Marat and François-Noél ‘Gracchus’ Babeuf, whom he painted as the bearers of progressive, evolutionary ideals. The philosophical insights he gleaned from the lives of these two great revolutionaries helped Bax to formulate his views on socialist government and on internationalism. In particular, their example encouraged him to a support a model of republican government that has sometimes been characterized as left-totalitarianism, and, on the outbreak of the First World War, to make common cause with the Anglo-French Entente.

The first section of this article considers Bax’s understanding of the Revolution in the context of his theory of history and analyzes his conception of the Revolution’s social, political and ideological forces by way of his assessment of Robespierre, Marat and Babeuf. The second section discusses the influence of his analysis of the Revolution on his understanding of the state, socialist government and revolutionary action. In third section I discuss how Bax’s reading of the Revolution influenced his internationalism and led to his adoption of a war policy in 1914. It will become clear that Bax’s philosophical bent did not inhibit him from making practical proposals, but that the policies he recommended were deeply flawed.
Philosophy and the French Revolution 
Bax suggested that the French Revolution had a dual character, at once bourgeois and proletarian. The third estate was the Revolution’s driving force and the ‘final realization of Bourgeoisdom’ was its ‘central idea and purpose’.[4] However, as the Revolution progressed, it unleashed a new set of demands and these had a distinctly proletarian character:
 
 
on the outbreak of the great French Revolution all jealousy between monarchy and aristocracy was banished throughout Europe in the face of the threatening danger from the third estate; but ... bourgeois and 
